Although China is Afghanistan's neighbor, strategic partner, and one of its largest foreign investors, it has kept a low profile overall on Afghanistan compared to other states in the region. This article seeks to understand China's Afghanistan policy within the context of the Chinese government's overall approach to foreign affairs. A review of China's Afghanistan policy show a reluctant involvement, with domestic economic and security interests leading and foreign policy following. A final section examines the uncertain policy environment that China faces in devising an Afghanistan policy and some of the scenarios that Chinese scholars envisage for Afghanistan post-2014.
Introduction
Although China is Afghanistan's neighbor, strategic partner, and one of its largest foreign investors, China has kept a low profile overall on Afghanistan compared to other states in the region. There has been no "Beijing conference" on Afghanistan, though China will host the 2014 ministerial meeting of the Istanbul process, which includes Afghanistan's regional neighbors, plus twenty other supporting states. Unlike Russia and many Central Asian states, China opted not to participate in efforts to supply the international forces in Afghanistan. China is among the top investors in Afghanistan but has provided During that same year, however, a consortium of Indian companies led by Steel Authority of India secured the tender for the Hajigak iron mine in Central Afghanistan, Asia's largest iron deposit, which, if completed as intended, would involve a $12-14 billion investment, enabling India to overtake China as the top investor in Afghanistan.4
As has been the case with Chinese investments in war-torn areas in Africa, such as Sudan and Libya, Chinese economic interests are likely to require changes in Chinese diplomacy and security policy. At present the U.S. Army's 10th Mountain Division provides security in Logar province, where the Aynak mine is located, one hour's drive south of Kabul. The Aynak area receives regular rocket fire, prompting many of the 700 Chinese workers at the mine to evacuate and leave operations to a skeleton crew.5 Once the U.S. forces leave in 2014, Chinese companies will need to provide their own security. Given the opposition by the Chinese government to any military involvement in Afghanistan, hiring a private security company may be one option. At least one Chinese private security company, Shandong Huawei, has been positioning itself to provide services to Chinese overseas investments, including Iraq, where CNPC operates another oil project. 6 Apart from providing mine-sweeping training in China for the Afghan National Army, thus far the Chinese government has not contributed substantially to Afghanistan's security, either in terms of participating in the international forces, contributing to a security fund for the Afghan Army, or assisting with transport of supplies to international forces. or public security authorities may become more involved in the event a major evacuation of personnel is required due to a significant deterioration in security.
With the announcement of the planned drawdown of U.S. and international forces in 2014, Chinese diplomacy has become more active in an effort to forestall developments that would be detrimental to China's Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region or to Chinese interests in Central Asia and Afghanistan. On June 8, 2012, China and Afghanistan upgraded their relationship to a strategic and cooperative partnership. In the communiqué, the two sides agreed "not to allow their respective territory to be used for any activities targeted against the other side." To this end China and Afghanistan agreed to increase cooperation in combating transnational threats. Afghanistan specifically emphasized its support for China on "Xinjiang-related issues," as well as in combating what Chinese officials call the "three forces," i.e. terrorism, extremism, and separatism, and pledged to "take tangible measures to enhance the security of Chinese institutions and people in Afghanistan."8
The surprise visit to Afghanistan on September 22, 2012 by Zhou Yongkang, who at the time was the Minister of Public Security and a Politburo Standing Committee member, reflects concern for China's main security interest in the country, the spillover of terrorism and drug trafficking into neighboring Xinjiang, as well as early contingency planning for the security of the Chinese workforce in the country. This was the highest level visit by a Chinese official since Liu Shaoqi traveled to Afghanistan in 1966. During Zhou's visit, agreements were signed on intelligence sharing and training for Afghan police officers in China.9
Beginning with bilateral talks with its close partners, Russia and Pakistan, China is now also engaging in bilateral talks on Afghanistan with the United States and India. In addition to attending major international meetings on Afghanistan in Moscow and Istanbul, China has participated in several trilateral dialogues, with Russia and Pakistan, Russia and India, and Pakistan and Afghanistan. China has encouraged the SCO to play a greater role in addressing the non-traditional security issues connected to the Afghanistan conflict, such as counter-terrorism and counter-narcotics. In 2009, pinning its hopes on the supposed anti-Western orientation of the SCO, the Taliban sent a letter to the organization to its support in ridding Afghanistan of "colonialists" and occupiers.10 Although the SCO never took up this request, Chinese officials reportedly have met with the Taliban periodically over the last decade, ostensibly to address Chinese security concerns about its investments in the country as well as Xinjiang. China has sought to gain the Taliban's agreement not to harbor Uighur militants in areas under their control and to prevent attacks against its nationals working on resource projects in Afghanistan.11 So far this strategy has not paid off. Taliban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid told Reuters that blocking the Aynak project was one of his group's priorities because all governments were corrupt and the Afghan people would not benefit from the project. He added that if the Chinese companies obtained permission from the Taliban for their project, "their lives might be spared."12
Although China is one of the top two investors in Afghanistan, Chinese economic assistance to the country has been relatively modest compared to its assistance to Central Asian states. For example two days after China announced a $1.5 million Chinese grant to Afghanistan as a part of their June 6, 2012 strategic partnership agreement, the Chinese government awarded $1 billion in loans and aid to Tajikistan to build a cement factory and a power plant.13 By comparison, India, now the largest investor in Afghanistan, has disbursed $1 billion in economic aid to the country, with another $1 billion pledged.14 According to one highly placed Chinese expert, China is reluctant to provide more aid to Afghanistan because it is viewed as too close to the United States.15 The following section examines Chinese academic viewpoints about Afghanistan, drawn from academic journals as well as some interviews with Chinese scholars and situates the specific policy positions in the context of broader thinking about China's foreign policy role. Many of the scholars cited here contribute policy advice to government bodies or work in think tanks affiliated with government agencies and these connections are noted. As in the United States, many Russia and Central Asia experts have been drawn into the discussion of China's Afghanistan policy. Those that contribute most prominently to policy debates, especially in English language publication, largely come from Beijing and Shanghai, though there are also important centers for Central Asian studies in Urumqi, (Xinjiang), Xian (Shaanxi) and Lanzhou (Gansu), and for South Asian studies at Sichuan University.
Perceptions of the Strategic Environment and China's Afghanistan Policy
Zhu Liqun sees the ancient Chinese concept of shi 势 as fundamental to understanding Chinese foreign policy thought today. For Zhu, shi refers to the distinctive tenor of the era and global configuration of forces which characterize it.16 Shi also seeks to capture the dynamics of a changing strategic environment and explain the likely direction of change. Others have translated shi as the strategic configuration of power or positional advantage.17 Sun-tzu famously 18 Ralph D. Sawyer, "Introduction," to Sun-tzu, explained shi with the image of a log perched on top a high mountain, which shows the potential energy of things which appear stable.18 As Zhu explains, Chinese leaders craft their policies in response to their understanding of shi. For example, at the Boao Forum on April 27, 2013 President Xi Jinping called "peace, development, cooperation and mutual benefit" the trend of the times. At the same time, the Chinese leader recognized the many challenges to stability in Asia and noted that while "upholding its sovereignty, security and territorial integrity, China will maintain good relations with its neighbors and peace and security" in Asia. 19 Against the background of peaceful development as the primary global trend, Chinese analyses of the distribution of power internationally focus on the consequences of a U.S.-dominated international system and the emergence of other powers in a multipolar world order for China's interests and development.20 Even though the economic recession in the United States is a part of the rationale for the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan, Chinese experts see the proximity of the U.S. military and the expansion of U.S. interests and activities in Central Asia as the main problem for China, not American economic decline. According to some Chinese observers, the presence of U.S. forces in Afghanistan constitutes a form of pressure on China, and the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 put American military forces in one of China's neighbors for the first time since the Vietnam War.21 Zhao Huasheng further observed that the Afghanistan war led to U.S. basing in Central Asia, which is unfavorable for China.22
For Wang Shida, a scholar at the China Institute for Contemporary International Relations (CICIR), reporting to the Ministry of Public Security, the readjustment of U.S. policy in the region, involving a drawdown of forces and initiatives to encourage Afghanistan's regional economic integration China's Identity as a Regional Power and Nested Security Interests in Afghanistan According to Zhu Liqun, the general consensus among Chinese scholars is that China is a regional power that is developing into a global power but still faces many challenges in its own modernization process.25 As a consequence, China pursues a domestically-driven foreign policy, concentrating predominantly on its immediate neighborhood in Asia.
Chinese security interests can be described as nested in the sense that the primary concern is domestic political stability, tightly linked to China's core interests in secure borders, which in turn are closely connected to China's regional security, and more broadly to global security trends.26 China's nested security interests are clearly apparent in discussions of Afghanistan policy, where most experts focus on containing threats to China's stability, especially to the security of China's western borders and the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region, and advocating a cautious policy involving limited economic involvement in Afghanistan's reconstruction, insofar as this fulfills China's regional economic goals.
According to Zhao Huasheng, Xinjiang's stability is the "starting point" for China's Afghanistan policy, in view of the longstanding ties that he saw existing between separatists in Xinjiang and the Taliban.27 Chinese scholars point to several threats in Afghanistan which could potentially destabilize Xinjiang, China's principle of 'non-interference' in the affairs of other states in the absence of a direct threat is at the heart of the resistance to greater Chinese involvement in Afghanistan, particularly in the security sphere. In addition to making China less of a target of terrorist attack and preventing damage to its foreign relations, as Central Asia expert Sun Zhuangzhi explained, 'noninterference' also puts China in a better position to "directly or indirectly communicate with various political factions in Afghanistan, conditionally promote negotiations between the parties and achieve national reconciliation."31
Despite broad agreement on the principle of 'non-interference,' there is evidence of some debate about whether or not it is in China's interests to do more in Afghanistan. Zhao Huasheng sees China playing an active role in keeping with its primary interest in Xinjiang's security, while keeping a low profile in Afghanistan's security. This has involved support for reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan, but no involvement with NATO's Northern Distribution Network, the alternative to the often attacked supply route through Pakistan. As Zhao explains, China has always been a critic of war as a means of resolving Afghanistan's problems and sought to avoid conflict with the Taliban, which could retaliate by supporting 'East Turkestan forces.'35 The more negative Chinese assessments see pressure by the U.S. for greater Chinese involvement as a way of shifting risk to China. 36 Experts who advocate China's involvement in Afghanistan see opportunity to expand access to mineral and energy resources in Afghanistan, which could provide an important link for trade and infrastructure development in Central and South Asia and Chinese interests in these areas.37 Such a strategy would support China's overall aim to boost its comprehensive national power and economic position in Asia.38 As David Shambaugh explains, the view that China should pursue its interests first, while predominant among Chinese scholars, is basically a pessimistic one which predicts a dangerous external environment.39 Apart from concern over the security consequences of greater involvement, some Chinese observers note that the overall lack of expertise on Afghanistan in China has limited the Chinese role.40
Other Chinese scholars view multilateral cooperation as important both for China's regional role and Afghanistan's stability, as long as China participates on its own terms and decides, based on its own interests, how best to coordinate its efforts with regional and global institutions.41 Sun Guangzhi argues that after more than a decade of international efforts, it is clear that neither military force nor "blindly" expanding economic aid for Afghanistan's reconstruction is likely to solve the problems in that country. Instead he argues that China can work best through the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), the Asian Development Bank, and the United Nations.42 Sun insists that this does not mean that China is hiding from international involvement; to the contrary, in his view China must take a "roundabout" route rather than intervening directly. 43 The SCO, founded three months before 9/11, in July 2001, has evolved, in the shadow of the Afghanistan war, from an association of states seeking to resolve common border security problems, to a regional economic and security organization. Although its membership remains confined to China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan, the SCO now includes 44 Mongolia is also an observer and Belarus and Sri Lanka are dialogue partners. Chinese experts suggest that the SCO could play an important role in antiterrorism cooperation, economic reconstruction, and combating drug trafficking and should do more in these areas.47 Most scholars emphasize that the SCO is not a military alliance and discount the possibility that the organization could play any military role, though one analyst proposed that the organization could develop a command structure if there was a consensus among the membership to do so.
The SCO established a Regional Anti-Terrorism Structure (RATS) in Bishkek in 2002 and then relocated it to Tashkent in 2004. Cooperation among law enforcement agencies of SCO member states has been proceeding and SCO member states have been using RATS to pool information about separatist, extremist, and terrorist activity, though members differ as to which groups should be labeled terrorist. At best such efforts may assist members to create a buffer against the spread of terrorism from Afghanistan.
Although the SCO includes a Business Council and an Inter-Bank Association and has long discussed creating a development bank, multilateral economic cooperation among member states in the SCO has not achieved its promise due to competing agendas in Russia and China and rivalries among Central Asian states. Given the obstacles to regional economic coordination among the SCO members, it is unclear how the SCO would play a prominent role in economic reconstruction in Afghanistan, an SCO observer state, as some Chinese experts propose.48
Drug trafficking is an area where Russia and China have a strong interest in regional cooperation within the SCO, but Central Asia is the primary transit area for drugs from Afghanistan headed to Russia and Europe. As Yu Jianhua, Director of the Institute of Eurasian Studies at the Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences noted, "the ancient silk road has become a drug trafficking corridor."49 The security officials, border guarders, and law enforcement officials in Central Asia who are supposed to be countering the narcotics trade actually are involved with it themselves. 50 Some Chinese scholars also envisage a role for the SCO in promoting political reconciliation in Afghanistan.51 Afghanistan, Pakistan and India are just observers, however, not members of the organization. According to Zhao Huasheng, as long as Afghanistan continues to be politically unstable and Western military forces are based there, it would be hard to invite the country to be a full member. Ongoing instability in Pakistan and the Indo-Pakistani conflict are obstacles to Pakistan's membership. India has yet to seek full membership. 52 Moreover, Chinese Central Asia experts highlight the differences among SCO members over the best strategy for the organization to employ.53 Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, which border on Afghanistan, are most directly concerned by the ongoing conflict there. Uzbekistan has encouraged a role for the U.S. and NATO, as well as Russia, and Afghanistan's neighbors (Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Iran, China, and Pakistan) in a 6 + 3 framework for dialogue, while Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan have encouraged the SCO to create a buffer zone to prevent spillover of the Afghanistan country. Kazakhstan reportedly also supports the SCO buffer zone concept, but sees the need to involve other regional powers such as India and Iran. With the exception of China, SCO states have cooperated with the U.S and NATO Northern Distribution Network. For some experts, the conflict in Afghanistan presents a real challenge to the SCO as an organization. With the U.S.-Afghanistan strategic forces, the SCO has to adjust to the geopolitical reality of a long-term U.S. military presence in Afghanistan, beyond 2014.54 Pan Guang, Vice Chairman and Professor of the Shanghai Center for International Studies at the Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences, and Director of the SCO Studies Center, has suggested that the SCO may need to take on new responsibilities post-2014, such as providing the security of regional infrastructure like oil pipelines, or responding to emerging threats, for example, by creating a rapid reaction force.55 If involvement is risky, then so is non-involvement. As Wang Haiyun, a senior adviser to the SCO Research Center and a former Chinese military attaché to Russia, noted, if the SCO is unable to address regional instability such as occurred in Kyrgyzstan in 2010 , "it could lose its cohesive force, even to the extent that there could be a threat to its survival."56
Pan Guang has argued that the SCO should work with other organizations involved in Afghanistan, including NATO and the United Nations. In Pan Guang's view the SCO should explore a range of ideas to expand dialogue on Afghanistan, SCO + 1 (with the United States), SCO + 2 (with the U.S. and the EU and/or NATO), SCO + 3 (also including Japan), or a more formal SCO Regional Forum, modeled on the expanded out-of-area membership for the ASEAN Regional Forum.57 Pan Guang also has urged China to seriously consider any future United Nations request for China to contribute peacekeeping forces.58 some observers argue that to be able to address future security risks such as kidnapping of personnel, Chinese companies will need to develop ties with warlords and tribal leaders who control the areas where resource projects are located.63
Fallout from Major Chinese Corporate Interests in Afghanistan
The large investments by MCC/JCCL and CNPC in Afghanistan's resource sector provide a sharp contrast with the very cautious Chinese government involvement with international efforts to assist the country's reconstruction and security. According to Erica Downs, these investments, like most overseas deals by Chinese state-owned enterprises, "are examples of the companies leading the flag."64 At the same time that Chinese officials sought to limit their country's exposure to Afghanistan's instability, Chinese corporations saw opportunity. For MCC, the Aynak project would further the company's goals over the past decade to develop a portfolio of overseas mining operations that would be more lucrative than its mainstay domestic construction business, while MCC's partner, JCCL, sought to secure new copper supplies at a time of rising demand in China.65 For CNPC, investment in Afghanistan was the natural extension of its operations in the Amu Darya basin in Turkmenistan, and a means of creating new synergy among its Central Asian operations.66 Although the Chinese government agreed to support these projects primarily to enhance China's access to mineral and energy resources, the deals also enable China to demonstrate a contribution to Afghanistan's reconstruction. 67 Some Chinese observers believe that these investments were premature, given the unpredictable security environment in Afghanistan.68 Others fear that the resource projects will have unforeseen negative consequences. Due to a lack of trained workers in Afghanistan, for example, Chinese companies have been using some of their own labor, leading to dissatisfaction in local communities hoping for the projects to generate employment opportunities. The presence of the Chinese workers, who lack familiarity with Afghanistan's cultural traditions and beliefs, and do not speak local languages, may lead to difficulties in economic cooperation between the two countries.69
Uncertainty about Developments in Afghanistan Post-2014
In the best case scenario, China focuses on Afghanistan's economic development and reconstruction in cooperation with the U.S., Russia, neighboring states, other great powers and the SCO, but without getting drawn into ensuring Afghanistan's security.70 According to Fudan University Professor Zhang Jiaoding, in this way, China can benefit from investments in Afghanistan's resource sectors, take initiative in economic cooperation with the country, "while avoiding the failure of U.S intervention." Zhang further stated that "China may not be the biggest winner in Afghanistan, but it will certainly not be the biggest loser." 71 Nonetheless, Chinese scholars envisage several negative scenarios for Afghanistan's future development which would have a detrimental impact on Chinese interests:
• International forces exit, creating a security vacuum
In this scenario, U.S. and international forces leave Afghanistan and the country falls into anarchy, as was the case with the Soviet Union's departure in 1989.72 Such an outcome would enable terrorist groups to use Afghanistan as a base and drug traffickers to thrive. For China, this is the most negative scenario, as it would imperil Xinjiang's security and increase the security risks to Chinese resource investments in the country.73
• The Karzai government is overthrown, leading to a resurgence of the Taliban in cooperation with warlords
As noted earlier, the Chinese government has been investing in the stability of the Karzai government, by signing a strategic partnership in 2012 and moving forward with major resource investments. Some Chinese analyses downplay the possibility that the Taliban could return to power in the same way as it did in the 1990s, due to the lack of popular support for the group and its association with terrorism. Nonetheless, Chinese scholars note that the corruption of the Karzai administration weakens its hold on power and may lead warlords to team up with the Taliban to overthrow the government. 74 Chinese officials have been hedging against that eventuality by maintaining contacts with the group. Such contacts necessarily are cautious, for fear of alienating the Karzai government, and it is unclear how successful they have been so far.
• Afghanistan has a stable government with good relations with the United States, which maintains bases in the country, and seeks to influence its domestic development along democratic lines
Although Chinese observers are concerned about instability in Afghanistan leading to non-traditional security threats, they view a stable Afghanistan with U.S. bases and a government amenable to democratization as a threat to China's political and strategic goals in Central Asia. Although Afghanistan's traditional culture, religious beliefs, and ethnic mix would pose a real challenge to the development of a Western-style democracy, Chinese experts see the possibility of ongoing forward basing by the U.S. in Afghanistan as a more likely challenge.75
• Afghanistan becomes the locus of great power competition While U.S. policy is of primary concern, Chinese experts also note the potential for great power competition in Afghanistan, which creates an additional obstacle to the country's stabilization. As Zhang Jiaodong argued, extremists take advantage of the competing and sometimes conflicting interests of Afghanistan's friends and neighbors to weaken its government is weakened. Aid funds also are used inefficiently as a consequence of the lack of coordination and duplication of efforts by donor states.76 Despite the great power competition in the region, Chinese scholars urge their government to have more dialogue about Afghanistan with Pakistan, India, Russia, and the United States because of the high cost of regional instability for Xinjiang.77 As the international forces prepare to withdraw observers inside Afghanistan and in the United States are looking at China as a possible Despite an ongoing Sino-Indian dialogue on counter-terrorism for more than a decade, however, little has been achieved due to the fundamental difference between the two in their view of Pakistan's role in regional instability and terrorism. Although China has protested strongly when Chinese nationals have been attacked by Pakistani militants, thus far the Chinese government has continued to regard the Sino-Pakistani alliance as a priority.79
Conclusion
After criticizing the U.S. for its military involvement in Iraq, China went on to become a major investor in Iraqi oil. Is this scenario repeating itself in Afghanistan? After remaining largely aloof of the conflict in Afghanistan for more than a decade, is China positioning itself to play a major economic and diplomatic role in the country after international forces withdraw in 2014? One important difference between Iraq and Afghanistan is that China shares a border with Afghanistan and cannot simply withdraw in the event that the security situation deteriorates. For better or worse, Afghanistan is in China's neighborhood and Chinese officials have to find ways to address its security problems as well as seeking economic opportunity. Moreover, to the extent that Afghanistan is central to China's broader plans for infrastructure development and regional trade with South and Central Asia, China has added incentive to contribute to its stabilization and reconstruction.
Nonetheless, China is unlikely to play a leading role in Afghanistan in the coming years. Unlike the North Korean situation, where China was integral to efforts to bring regional states and the United States to the negotiating table, in Afghanistan China has little leverage and fewer direct interests. Since the Obama Administration's announcement of its planned withdrawal timetable, Chinese diplomats have been more active in discussing Afghanistan with regional states and providing a greater opportunity for increased security dialogue with the United States and India. However, conflicting interests among Afghanistan's neighbors and friends are likely to complicate a diplomatic solution.
A close reading of Chinese scholarship and discussion with experts reveals a narrow focus on China's nested security interests, with Xinjiang at the core, and concern for the neighborhood and China's broader border security underpinning China's security interest in Afghanistan. Scholars who urge China to play a more active role largely see that taking place through investment in resource and infrastructure projects as well as participation in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, though a few voices argue for broader engagement with the United Nations or NATO. By and large Chinese experts see peril at every turn of events in Afghanistan and their cautious policy prescriptions are connected to their pessimistic assessments of likely post-2014 scenarios. Moreover, despite some discussion among Chinese scholars, "non-interference" continues to hold sway as a key principle of Chinese foreign policy, making it unlikely for China to lead any major initiative on Afghanistan, though it may choose to cooperate with others in support of Chinese immediate interests.
